CHAPTEK II

SECULAR INFLUENCES ON THE EARLY
ENGLISH DRAMA

MINSTRELS,   VILLAGE FESTIVALS.   FOLK-PLAYS

BEFORE the religious origins of the English drama are specially
considered, certain secular influences should be noted. The first
of these is that of the minstrels, a heterogeneous class of composers
and performers, drawn from several sources.

The theatrical history of the Roman empire is the story of
the degradation of tragedy into pantomime, of comedy into farce.
The tragic actor became the pantomimus who danced, first the
lyric portions and, finally, the whole 'book' of the play, to an
accompaniment of music, for the pleasure of the more refined
classes; while, in place of the comedy imported from Greece, the
old Italian (Campanian) Falula Atellana, united with the farcical
/u//o9, imported from Magna Graecia, became the amusement of
the vulgar. Both pantomimus and mimus (the names being
equally those of performer and performance) degenerated into
sensuous displays, and performers, though their rivalries led to
public brawls and they were the spoiled darlings of their admirers,
fell back, as a class, to the low social level from which the later
republic and the earlier empire had done something to rescue
them. The Christian church, naturally, was no friend to such
exhibitions as the multilingual and degraded population had come
to expect; but more important than the opposition of the church
was the contempt of the barbarians of the later irruptions, The
coming of the Lombards, in the sixth century, dealt the death-
blow to the scotched art of public amusement

Private amusement, however, in which these sceMtci had been
as busily employed as on public stages, continued in all parts
of the empire, and was the means of prolonging the existence of
the class, Its members became confused and intermingled with the
lower orders of entertainer, tumblers, rope-walkers, bear-leaders
and so forth, and shared with them a precarious and a wandering
existence. The evidence as to their dramatic repertoire in England